Area Studies and the University of Illinois at UrbanaChampaign Library by Teper, Thomas
Teper, Thomas (2013). “Reflections on Area Studies Collections,” presentation prepared for the Collaboration, Advocacy, and Recruitment: Area 
and International Studies Librarianship Workshop, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana, 30-31 October 2013. 
 
Area Studies and the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign Library 
Happy Halloween. Today, I am pretending to fit into an Area Studies workshop, but I am 
one of the few here that is not an Area Studies specialist. Behind this mask, I’m an 
administrator from an unrelated field that occasionally moonlights as an arrow catcher. 
So, here goes…. 
As many of you know, the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign faced some 
difficulties in recent years with respect to supporting the Area Studies. Failed tenure 
cases combined with a voluntary retirement program, regular attrition, and a hiring 
freeze took a heavy toll on two areas in our library – librarians in the area studies and 
support personnel in the technical services. Over the last several years, we lost area 
studies librarians supporting Middle Eastern, South Asian, Latin American and 
Caribbean Studies, African Studies, and East Asian Studies, as well as professional 
personnel in Slavic. Combined with a debilitating loss of support personnel with 
language expertise in acquisitions and cataloging, the Library was on the ropes. In the 
midst of this, the campus lost Federal funding for two Title VI Centers, and the Library 
was setting about undoing the damage done decades earlier in the creation of the 
“holistic library.” Among the many changes that were executed as part of the New 
Service Model program was the creation of a single International and Area Studies 
Library from the multiple, autonomous units that previously existed.  
In response to our personnel problems, we started to improvise. Our cataloging, 
acquisitions, and collections management personnel set about developing project 
teams, workflows, and staffing profiles that would enable us to both keep up with the 
incoming acquisitions and address backlogs (many of which were not the sole 
responsibility of area studies) despite the loss of nearly thirty classified staff. With 
respect to the backlogs, the programs developed and executed over the last three fiscal 
years have enabled us to address backlogs numbering 97,510 items from East and 
South Asia, the Middle East, Central Asia and the former Soviet sphere of influence in 
addition to hundreds-of-thousands of items in other areas.  
In addition to tackling those, our acquisitions personnel experimented with acquiring 
records from third party providers, hiring temporary employees with language skills and 
training them to process materials in more than just English, and most recently, to 
secure an Innovation Grant from our own Library that will enable our development of a 
pilot application to share cataloging expertise between institutions.  
In the end, we changed a number of things, but, continuing our polygamous behavior, 
these were largely changes on the margins. The funny thing is that the more that I 
thought about this, the more that I came to realize that maybe the long period of 
polygamy is just an experimental phase. One of the earliest flirtations with particularism 
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occurred in 1949 when a consortium of Midwestern Universities formed what became 
CRL. At the time, there was a recognition that no one institution could collect, house, 
and serve everything. Moreover, they recognized that none of them needed to house 
locally large bodies of materials that were likely to be less commonly used. This before 
even the MARC record was invented and our concerns with discovery faded into the 
past.  
Sadly, the exponential growth of our universities in the Cold War Era injected funds into 
the Area Studies and spurred competition that pushed us away from aggressive 
collective action in the Midwest. We entered our polygamous period.  
That isn’t to say that we haven’t collaborated when it was viewed as beneficial, but the 
overlap figures cited yesterday for the CIC libraries reflect a reality that is unnecessary. 
Research about the use of books in state-wide consortia in Ohio and Illinois has 
demonstrated that very little of our collections needs to be held in multiples in order to 
serve state-wide networks of upwards of 80 or more academic libraries. Few of those 
items held in duplicate need to be materials in Less Commonly Taught Languages.  
Our institutions have been required to duplicate holdings, however, because the 
broader community of research libraries has a history of not sharing or of putting 
barriers in front of sharing. Such practices have influenced local collection development 
decisions, and they continue to impact decisions at all of our institutions.  
ILL data about the use of LCTL materials currently being developed in Illinois indicates 
that our LCTL collections are heavily borrowed. Indeed, 60% of the borrowing is from 
outside the geographic Midwest – split nearly evenly between the Northeast, the South, 
and the Western States. Reflecting our collecting strength, early half of our LCTL 
lending is Slavic materials.  
If we better coordinate the acquisitions, storage, and delivery of print collections (for 
example, by supporting cooperative print storage schemes and aggressive collection 
development agreements), remove the barriers that we have imposed on borrowing in 
an effort to protect local interests (high costs for borrowing, reluctance to sharing, 
etc…), and further develop services such as the Slavic Reference Service to enhance 
discovery and borrowing success for users nation-wide, we would all benefit, freeing up 
resources to benefit the many new needs that have been discussed over the last two 
days and at other events seeking to chart a path for the area studies in the coming 
years….  
 
